14                             GAMBAEA
" It is quite a long time since we have heard anything about the opera of Mahomet^ he exclaimed, smiling at Marianna. " Can it be that Paolo Gambara is wholly given up to domestic affairs, the charms of the pot-au-feu,1 and so neglects his superhuman genius, thus allowing his talent to grow cold and his imagination to stale ? "
Gambara knew all the company; he felt that he lived in a sphere high above them; he therefore no longer took the trouble to repel their attacks, he made no answer.
"It is not given to everybody," said the journalist, "to have an intellect that can comprehend the musical efforts of M. Gambara; it is for this reason, doubtless, that our divine maestro hesitates to produce his works for the worthy Parisians."
" And yet," put in the ballad-monger, who up to now had only opened his mouth to cram into it all the food that was within reach, " I know some men of talent who think much of the judgment of these same Parisians. I myself have something of a reputation as a musician," he added diffidently; " I owe it solely to my little songs in vaudevilles, and the great success of my quadrille music in drawing-rooms; but I propose to very soon present to the world a Mass composed for the anniversary of the death of Beethoven, and I anticipate a better understanding in Paris than elsewhere. You, monsieur, may perhaps do me the honor of hearing it? " he said, addressing Andrea.
" Thank you," replied the Count, " I am afraid that I am not endowed with an understanding necessary for the appreciation of French music. But if you were dead, monsieur, and Beethoven had written your Mass, I should have pleasure in attending the performance."
This retort effectually stopped the skirmishing of the enemy, who wanted to start Gambara off on his hobby-horse so that his gambols might furnish amusement to the new guest. Already it was repugnant to Andrea's feelings to see a madness so gentle and pathetic, if madness it were, at" the mercy of this vulgar wit. It was not then- with any baseness that he carried on a desultory conversation. In the 1The stock-pot; really meaning the chimney-corner.